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Corporate Environmentalism in the Hotel
Sector: Evidence of Drivers and Barriers
in Penang, Malaysia
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Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality Management, Northern University
of Malaysia
The linking of tourism businesses and their environmental impacts may be obscured
by tourism’s image as a ‘soft’ industry. This may explain why there are few studies of
the drivers and barriers involved in corporate environmentalism, particularly within
the context of developing countries where tourism is often a major foreign exchange
earner. This paper narrows this gap by providing evidence about the drivers of and the
barriers to corporate environmentalism in the hotel sector of Penang, Malaysia. Us-
ing qualitative data obtained via elite interviewing, document analysis and personal
observation, the paper discusses the theoretical drivers of and barriers to corporate
environmentalism in the study context. The findings indicate that without the intro-
duction of more and stronger drivers, and without understanding and addressing the
underlying barriers, instilling a sense of environmental responsibility in the hotel
sector in Malaysia, as in other developing countries, may prove daunting.
doi: 10.2167/jost575.0
Keywords: corporate environmentalism, drivers, barriers, developing coun-
tries, hotel sector
Introduction
There is a growing consensus that all tourism players play a role toward
achieving sustainability. This includes hotel businesses which may contribute
by responding positively to their environmental responsibility. Business aware-
ness of and response to environmental issues is a process (O’Riordan & Voisey,
1998), and the adjustment of hotel businesses to this change depends on their
ability to adapt to various drivers and barriers. The intention is to reach a stage
where corporate environmentalism (CE) and business profits are in balance
(McWilliams & Siegel, 2001). This paper discusses the experience of the hotel
sector in Penang, Malaysia to illustrate this process of change in a developing
country.
Many factors that drive the process of business change have been postulated
in the literature. Eden (1996), for example, has classified three major ‘situations’
that could drive corporate greening. First, securing ‘opportunities’ for strategic
advantage (profit, cost reduction, competitiveness); second, avoiding the ‘threat’
of incurring sanctions; and third, alleviating ‘insecurity’ by acting responsibly,
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Corporate Environmentalism in the Hotel Sector 681
and thus establishing legitimacy in the eyes of consumers, the general public
and the regulatory bodies. This study investigates the possible drivers to gain
responsiveness from Penang’s hotel managers to environmental responsibility
issues. It does this by analysing interview data against these theoretical ‘situa-
tions’.
Drivers have also been discussed in the context of pressures or threats to
business. There are two forms of pressures: exogenous and endogenous. Exoge-
nous drivers include threats of new environmental regulations, greater govern-
ment supervision, or explicit government support for voluntary environmental
programmes that have incentives for the firms to participate (Cahsore &
Vertinisky, 2000; Henriques & Sardosky, 1996; Khanna et al., 1998). Besides regu-
lation, non-regulatory mechanisms such as trade association membership have
been found to be significantly related to participation in voluntary environ-
mental programmes in the United States (Hoffman, 1999; Khanna & Damon,
1999; King & Lenox, 2000). The influence of the public through community or-
ganisations, linked to consumer pressure (Eden, 1996) and to a lesser extent to
NGOs, could also exert significant pressure through changes in legislation and
in their buying habits, the curtailment of future development, and third party
and citizen lawsuits.
Several endogenous drivers for voluntarism in environmental and social is-
sues have also been identified in the literature, but one strong driver is a top-
down process initiated by a directive from CEOs and top managers (Rasanen
et al., 1994), which is then disseminated to lower level managers. This is so
because top-down directives are often accompanied by allocations of financial
and human resources needed for businesses to work towards greater respon-
sibility. Capital is a determining factor as the initial stage of implementing an
environmental plan can entail a substantial capital outlay (Zadek et al., 1997).
More specific drivers include ‘visibility’ or exposure to public and media
scrutiny (Zadek et al., 1997), ‘changing supplier relations’ or the awareness that
a firm’s environmental performance is directly influenced by the performance of
the suppliers (Watts, 1999), and ‘dematerialisation’ or awareness of the financial
benefits of reducing raw materials and energy (Clelland et al., 2000). However,
these theoretical drivers were identified mainly in the context of developed
countries. The existence and strength of the same drivers in the context of a
developing country are yet to be determined. This paper tries to narrow the gap
of knowledge by discussing the situation in Penang’s hotel sector. Do the same
drivers exist in the study context, and if so, to what extent? If not, what are the
reasons behind this situation?
Methodology
The fieldwork in 2002 sought to understand whether or not there was regu-
latory pressure, community and employee pressure, or sectoral pressure. The
fieldwork was divided into two phases. The first ‘scoping’ phase was intended
to gain an understanding of the issues surrounding CE in Malaysia. Eleven
respondents were interviewed in this phase. This process helped to frame the
research more accurately as the issues and realities surrounding CE, particu-






































682 Journal of Sustainable Tourism
adequately. The second phase was designed to accumulate data to achieve the
research objectives. In both phases, the fundamental criterion for interviewee
selection was their ability to contribute information and practical experience
and also their provision of different views and positions. A snowball sampling
technique was used, although the final selection depended on their willingness
to participate (Burgess, 1984). Data were collected qualitatively using elite inter-
viewing, personal observations and document analysis. The interview respon-
dents were hotel managers, and representatives from various government agen-
cies, non-governmental agencies and trade associations. In the second phase, 27
respondents were interviewed from 18 hotels along with 25 respondents from
key stakeholder agencies. Just over a quarter of hotel managers who had been
approached had refused to be interviewed.
The data analysis process followed the steps suggested by Miles and
Huberman (1994: 9) for qualitative research. These involved the following:
(1) affixing codes to the field notes drawn from observations and interviews;
(2) noting reflections or other remarks in the margins;
(3) sorting and sifting through these materials to identify similar phrases, rela-
tionships between variables, themes and differences between subgroups;
(4) isolating these patterns, commonalities and differences, and taking them out
to the field in the next wave of data collection;
(5) gradually elaborating on generalisations that cover the consistencies dis-
cerned in the database, and
(6) confronting these generalisations with a formalised body of constructs or
theories.
Drivers
The fieldwork revealed that not many drivers exist for CE in Penang’s ho-
tel sector. Only two were evident: one endogenous and one exogenous. The
endogenous factor is the ‘top-down’ instruction from the Shangri La’s inter-
national management to all its hotels in Penang to be certified ISO 14001 by
2005. This supports Rasanen et al.’s (1994) proposition that corporate greening
is often triggered ‘top-down’ by corporate policy, to be implemented by lower
level managers across a chain. However, in Malaysia, this only applies to the
Shangri La hotel group, despite the hotel respondents generally perceiving ex-
ecutive instruction as the most influential driver towards change. In the case
of Shangri La hotels, the executive management’s commitment and support for
ISO certification has been driven by marketing (image and reputation) and cost-
cutting motives (interview with a respondent from Shangri La’s Rasa Sayang
hotel). As the first hotel chain in Penang (and in Malaysia) to have systematically
dealt with environmental management issues through ISO 14001 certification,
this may be likened to Eden’s (1996) classification of ‘opportunity’ and strategic
advantage.
As other hotel owners have not prioritised CE (interviews with various hotel
respondents), the influence of the ‘win-win’ theory that a business should use
environmental challenges in order to improve competitiveness (Porter & Van






































Corporate Environmentalism in the Hotel Sector 683
(MAHO represents institutional investors in hotels) representative stressed that
responsible activities are good but they are not important from the investment
point of view.
The exogenous driver is the government’s move to include environmental
management in the hotel rating system. The Ministry of Culture, Arts and
Tourism (MOCAT) has instructed the Malaysian Association of Hotels (MAH)
to develop a programme based on the United Nations’ Green Globe 21 Envi-
ronmental Programme, providing hotels with a framework to improve waste
reduction, energy efficiency, wastewater management and environmentally sen-
sitive purchasing (MAH’s Annual Secretariat Report, 2000–2001). The MOCAT
respondent affirmed: ‘We are now having workshops with experts to establish
those [hotel environmental responsibility] criteria. We may put this into the new
accreditation system. It will be similar to the current hotel rating system, only
with the incorporation of environmental protection measures as part of the star
rating criteria.’
Apart from these two drivers, no other factors were identified as positively
driving Penang’s hotels towards the CE agenda. The underlying reasons for this
are discussed next.
Regulation as a driver
The direction of Malaysian business has largely been influenced by strong
state control and intervention (Jesudason, 1989; Perry & Singh, 2002). Thus, it
is argued that without a strong international drive, such as by parent compa-
nies or international bodies, CE in Malaysia may depend on the government
directly, becoming involved either through ‘command and control’ regulations
or through strong promotion of voluntary initiatives by business.
There are environmental regulations in place in Malaysia. The Environmental
(amended) Quality Act (EQA) of 1996 is an all-encompassing legal measure for
pollution control that has helped to control hazardous waste in the industry (US-
AEP, 2002). Relevant regulations for hotels include the banning of halon gas or
other ozone-depleting substances in refrigerants and a requirement for a grease
trap for kitchen wastewater (interviews with various hotel respondents). How-
ever, the implementation and monitoring of environmental compliance among
businesses in Malaysia are still poor due to problems such as the Department
of Environment’s (DOE) lack of staff and low budget (IMPAK, 2000). Another
contributor to the problem is the ineffectiveness of the Environmental Quality
Council (EQC) – formed under EQA – in its role as a regular monitor of the
environmental regime (US-AEP, 2002).
This has led to a rather complacent business attitude towards environmental
responsibility. Despite the 1996 EQA, there has been a high incidence of non-
compliance (Markandya & Shibli, 1995; Rasiah, 1999). For hotel operations, the
diffused decentralisation of environmental regulations may have exacerbated
the problem. For example, while environmental regulations fall under the juris-
diction of the Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment (MOSTE), and
are enforced by the DOE, solid waste management falls under the jurisdiction of






































684 Journal of Sustainable Tourism
government supervision has been demonstrated elsewhere to be a significant
incentive for firms to adopt voluntary initiatives (Cahsore & Vertinisky, 2000;
Henriques & Sardosky, 1996; Khanna et al., 1998), and there is a need for far
more such pressure in Malaysia. But for Malaysian hotels, any new CE regula-
tion would need effective communication and collaboration among the different
ministries.
Finally, the government is reluctant to target hotels for resource conservation
measures (interviews with numerous hotel respondents) despite them being
the major users of water and electricity and major producers of solid waste
and wastewater (interview with DOE respondent). The government’s media-
assisted environmental campaigns also target the general public rather than
industry. The relevant authorities, such as the Penang local councils and Penang
Development Corporation (PDC), monitor the sector but only in terms of solid
waste management (Penang Municipal Council), licensing (Penang Municipal
Council) and tourism promotion (PDC). As the hoteliers see it, there has been
no evidence that the authorities are specifically inclined towards promoting CE.
The authorities defended the lack of specific regulations or strict enforcement
based on economic considerations. Promoting environmental responsibility in
hotels was seen as contradictory to the national aspiration to boost tourism
investment. In addition, the slowdown in the country’s economy was not seen as
conducive to imposing new regulatory requirements on tourism businesses. At
the 2001 BSKL Corporate Award ceremony, the Prime Minister stated that firms
should not be bound by too many government-imposed business rules, and he
supported the contention that business responsibility can only be achieved with
cooperation from the business community (Berita Harian, 2002).
Ironically, as proposed in the literature (Cahsore & Vertinisky, 2000; Henriques
& Sardosky, 1996; Khanna et al., 1998), explicit government support for volun-
tary environmental programmes was singled out as a strong potential driver for
hotels to address their wider responsibilities. The Penang International Hotel
Association (PIHA) respondent stressed that the sector will only start taking
notice of such responsibilities when regulation is in place. However, the Asso-
ciation emphasised the need to ensure that the regulation is within reason, is
not costly, is well communicated to businesses, and can be complied with by all
types of hotels.
The hotel respondents also argued that the introduction of new regulations
needs to be preceded with educational campaigns about the benefits of CE. The
relevant authorities were called upon to provide leadership and the necessary
infrastructural support to hotels. The government was also urged to improve
its current poor enforcement in order to ensure compliance. In short, business
change must be preceded by strong government involvement.
However, a few hotel respondents perceived regulations as only promoting
‘minimum compliance’ (interview with Vistana Hotel respondent). They felt
that voluntary initiatives, as opposed to ‘forced’ regulation, would promote
enthusiasm among businesses. This implies the need to include educational
campaigns before imposing regulation. Businesses must be made aware of the
what, why and how of CE before they are required to comply with the mandatory
regulation. Business involvement and input in educational campaigns would






































Corporate Environmentalism in the Hotel Sector 685
Overall, there is no easy answer regarding the role of regulation in driving a
wider adoption of CE in the Penang hotel sector. There is currently weak mon-
itoring and enforcement of regulations. Therefore, a business does not have to
deal with such ‘situations’ as avoiding the threat of incurring sanctions, as pro-
posed by Eden (1996). In such situations, voluntarism may be greatly desired.
But, except for the Shangri La, which adopted ISO 14001 as a way to maintain a
good image and ‘visibility’ (Zadek et al., 1997), the other hotels did not make a
strong case for voluntarism. Rather, they stressed the need for the government to
provide a strong regulatory context promoting CE adoption. They assumed that
including environmental criteria in the hotel rating system would be effective,
as long as a thorough understanding of the issues relating to the destination’s
tourism image and markets preceded its introduction. Meanwhile, it is necessary
for the government to ensure effective monitoring and enforcement of regula-
tions. This is because Malaysia is well behind other countries with a similar level
of development, such as Mexico, Korea and Brazil, where effective regulations
have induced the private sector to push towards voluntarism (Jenkins & Utting,
2002).
Community pressure as a driver
Relative to Singapore, Malaysia’s environmental NGOs were perceived to
have played a stronger role in encouraging environmental protection (Khoo,
2001; Perry & Singh, 2002; SERI, 1999), with a bilateral partnership established
in 1992 between environmental and consumer protection groups and business
groups. Nevertheless, there were still no observable pressures from the media
or the NGOs in relation to corporate social responsibility. Some respondents
felt that the reason for this lack of pressure was because NGOs in Malaysia
are mostly keen to be involved in ‘politically motivated’ causes that will ‘im-
press the onlookers’ (interview with Casuarina respondent). It was argued that
NGO campaigns were generally political in nature and that they focused on
challenging government decisions rather than on scrutinising the behaviour of
business.
The limited involvement of Penang-based NGOs may be due to their lack of
resources (SERI, 1999). Thus, Utting (2002) contends that NGOs and civil move-
ments in developing countries have become more active, but their demands and
priorities are not necessarily related to corporate accountability. Perry and Singh
(2002) argue that the weakness of NGO pressure in developing countries can be
attributed to the fact that many operate on limited resources, and this also ap-
plies here. According to these authors, very few NGOs in developing countries
have a large membership, which may result in financial constraints that reduce
their capacity to use consumer boycotts or to organise dissent effectively.
Penang-based NGOs were more concerned with other serious issues (such
as product-specific consumer issues, controversial developments, and water
issues) or types of polluters (such as the manufacturing sector). The NGOs may
not have been involved with the hotel sector because of the traditional thought
that hotels do not pose such obvious environmental problems as other industries
(interview with The Star respondent). However, the Consumers’ Association of






































686 Journal of Sustainable Tourism
it lasts: the social and environmental impact of tourism with special reference
to Malaysia’. In this report, tourism-related environmental problems such as
wastewater pollution from the release of untreated hotel wastewater and high
consumption of non-renewable resources are identified as major environmental
impacts. The report indicates that tourism’s environmental impacts in Malaysia
have long been known, but never rectified.
The MAH respondent argued that the sector’s response to environmental is-
sues can only be effective if there is a general mindset from all levels of society
on the importance of those issues and a concerted effort to deal with them.
According to many hotel respondents, a general awareness is a crucial starting
point that is seriously lacking, with the general public continuing to demon-
strate environment-unfriendly behaviour, such as littering and overconsump-
tion. Many accused the general community of being indifferent to environ-
mental issues, despite the government’s environmental education campaigns
(interviews with the local council and media respondents).
On the other hand, the US-AEP report suggests that environmental awareness
and public involvement in Malaysia is improving. This is attributed to the
following:
(1) the development of Malaysia’s middle class, which has led to an increased
public concern for the environment;
(2) active and controversial press and media coverage, which has forced the
government to respond;
(3) the Seventh Malaysia Plan, which emphasises the public’s environmental
awareness as a high priority;
(4) increasing the DOE’s engagement in environmental education and aware-
ness activities; and
(5) the requirement for environmental education in Malaysian schools
(US-AEP, 2002: 19).
In line with the overall absence of community concerns, employee pressure
for environmental care is also a distant phenomenon for Penang’s hotel sector.
This is despite the employees being the closest community in relation to a
hotel’s CE initiatives. In fact, several hotel respondents indicated that the hotel
sector’s environmental measures were slowed due to the negative attitudes and
resistance of employees, who failed to conduct the additional tasks required.
Many staff are said to be oblivious of the need to engage in environment-
friendly activities, such as saving water and separating waste, because they
cannot understand the benefits and because the initiatives are seen to be only
benefiting the hotel. This affects their willingness to be truly involved with the
environment-friendly programmes. The situation may also be because, except
for the Shangri La, the effective management of environmental initiatives as an
integral part of the organisation’s activities was not prevalent in Penang’s hotels.
Overall, there was a general lack of community concern and demand for
CE. This further explains why Penang’s hotels were unable to see that being
environment-friendly would enhance their public reputation. Perry and Singh
(2002) stress that business investment in environmental responsibility will be
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Sectoral pressure as a driver
The World Tourism Organisation has been working with various governments
to develop sustainability indicators for the tourism industry (Green Hotelier,
1999). This initiative may be the driver behind the Ministry of Culture, Arts
and Tourism’s (MOCAT) plan to consider implementing the Green Globe 21 ini-
tiative at the federal level and to encourage the introduction of environmental
considerations through a hotel rating system (interview with TDC respondent).
The rating system is essentially a marketing tool because it differentiates each
category of hotel based on the range of facilities provided, so the inclusion of
environmental requirements may encourage big hotels to voluntarily engage in
environmental measures in order to boost their image and continue to receive
their five- or four-star ratings. PATA’s Malaysian Chapter has commended the
move, stressing the need to allow businesses to subscribe to international stan-
dards according to their respective capabilities. As a PATA respondent argued:
‘Whatever guidelines are drawn up by GG21 would be adopted by the industry
provided the guidelines are flexible, adapted to the local context, and are drawn
up with the industry’s participation. The industry must also be given ample
time to adapt to those regulations.’
A hotel rating system that incorporates environmental criteria has been suc-
cessfully implemented in Costa Rica through the Costa Rican Certification for
Sustainable Tourism programme (Rivera, 2002). In the programme, the partici-
pating hotels are rated according to their environmental performance, minimis-
ing the potential ‘greenwashing’ behaviour by lower-performing hotels. It must
be mentioned, however, that Costa Rica is a leading ecotourism destination, and
thus its tourists are likely to be more environmentally conscious and to value
hotels that show environmental responsibility, allowing the hotels with superior
environmental performance to reap price premiums (Rivera, 2002).
Malaysia, on the other hand, offers a diverse tourism product with only a
few ecotourism destinations. Penang, particularly, is known more for its cul-
ture rather than for pristine environments. Thus, it is argued that introducing
environmental criteria into hotel rating systems requires an understanding of
the destination’s image and the type of tourists that visit. The environmental
rating criteria for Penang hotels may need to focus more on the ‘environmental
management of hotel facilities’ rather than on ‘management of the physical and
biological environment’, which may be more suitable for hotels in an ecotourism
destination. As argued by Rivera (2002), rating environmental performance does
not necessarily guarantee effective improvement of industry-wide environmen-
tal performance. The programme needs to be complemented with mandatory
regulations that ensure minimum compliance across all hotels.
Pressure from other sectoral forces is not evident. National trade associations
(MAH, MAHO, PATA Malaysian chapter) and Penang-based trade associations
(PIHA, PHA) have no authority to impose rules on individual hotels. Their
roles are limited to encouraging, rather than enforcing, the individual hotels.
PIHA, for example, is just a coordinating body that acts as a backup for the
state government ‘in terms of bottom line and marketing’ (interview with PIHA
respondent). PATA’s Malaysian Chapter has specifically been criticised for inef-
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at the hotel sector. Its claim that it is ‘leading the hotel industry in Malaysia as far
as environmental responsibility is concerned’ (PATA respondent) can be ques-
tioned because the hotel respondents believed that PATA’s efforts do not filter
down to the management of individual Penang hotels. MAH is also criticised
for failing to do more about environmental responsibility in the hotel sector.
PIHA emphasised that this association’s concerns led to a garbage separa-
tion programme among its members. However, the association was criticised
by many hotel respondents for failing to take a tougher stand in terms of en-
vironmental issues. Similarly, according to many hotel respondents, MAH’s
engagement with the government on the possible inclusion of environmental
factors in the hotel rating system was seen as too generic and still at a pre-
liminary stage. In addition, its emphasis on competitiveness among hotels was
perceived as prohibiting information-sharing and cooperation.
There was also no pressure from travel agents. Thus far, they have not played
any role in pushing the Malaysian or Penang hotels to be more responsible.
Environmental considerations were not the selling point used ‘as a gimmick’ to
promote hotels (interview with Vistana respondent), except in cases of hotels in
ecotourism destinations. The travel agent representative interviewed confirmed
this, stating that Far East destinations are mainly chosen for the value tourists
get for their money, except for those heading for ecotourism destinations. Thus,
there is still no real reason for travel agents to emphasise the environmental
responsiveness of hotels when promoting a particular destination. This shows
that the ‘changing supplier relation’ theory proposed by Watts (1996) does not
apply to Penang’s hotel sector.
Economic factors as drivers
Many hotel respondents recognised that environmental measures can bring
economic benefits. Waste management activities, such as recycling, have been
relatively successful because they can bring profit. Other activities, such as water
saving, can reduce operating costs. In fact, cost savings have been identified as
the main reason why PIHA member hotels engaged in a waste separation and
recycling programme organised with a local recycling firm. This implies that
the concept of ‘dematerialisation’ (Clelland et al., 2000) may have taken root in
the study area.
The economic conditions surrounding the operation of a business are also
a potential driver. There was a general perception among hotel respondents
that economic conditions must be conducive in order for CE to occur. A good
economy ensures a healthy, profitable business that can generate the funding
required for CE investments (interview with PIHA respondent). This is in line
with Zadek et al. (1997), who suggest that the financial position of the firm
is the strongest internal factor that could influence a firm’s decision to green
itself. Local sentiment about the issue is similar: ‘If [CE] is not structured com-
mercially, it won’t be successful, because without financial motivation, why
would business want to implement it?’ (interview with PATA Malaysian Chapter
respondent).
But the economic situation affecting the hotels in Penang in 2002 made CE
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A PHA respondent suggested: ‘To have an environmental plan that requires
considerable capital is a challenge to the small and medium hotels, which are
currently struggling from the uncertainty of the Malaysian economy.’ Without
an upturn in Penang’s economy, it is difficult to envisage a systematic inclusion
of environmental factors into business decisionmaking. A PIFWA respondent
suggested: ‘The situation will get worse: we have the economic recession going
on. Hotels will keep competing on price. The environmental agenda will be
put aside – no money, no talk.’ The Bayview Beach Resort respondent said:
‘The economy has to be good in order to start CR. We need money in order to
spend it.’ This implies that the environmental responsibility may only occur in
a buoyant economy, and as tourism is a highly vulnerable industry, this is an
important issue to address. Unless the industry’s vulnerability can be mitigated,
environmental considerations are likely to take a back seat.
The failure to find strong drivers for a wider adoption of CE raises the question
examined next – which underlying barriers may have curbed the sector from
adopting environment-friendly behaviour?
Barriers
Before CE is adopted more widely in the hotel sector, there is a need to
understand and address several barriers. These are: (1) the nature of Malaysia’s
tourism industry and hotel sector; (2) the lack of infrastructure to support CE;
and (3) the attitudinal problems at all levels of society.
Nature of Malaysia’s tourism industry
The major barrier that may have hindered the adoption of CE in the hotel sec-
tor is the nature of the Malaysian tourism industry, which may have influenced
the way hotels have reacted to their environmental responsibility.
Tourism policies not conducive to CE
The weak regulatory environment for the hotel sector may be due to national
pro-growth policies for tourism. The tourism industry has thrived in Malaysia
because of the government policies specifically designed to encourage and foster
it. The industry has ‘pioneer status’ and ‘many kinds of freedom’ (interview with
PIFWA respondent), and this has encouraged an attitude that hotels exist simply
for profit, and as such contribute to national economic growth.
The late development of tourism in Malaysia, compared to more well-known
destinations such as Thailand and Singapore, has led to the problem of the coun-
try securing its own unique tourism image. The infancy of Malaysian tourism is
the main reason why the country’s tourism development policy is ‘pampering’
in nature (interview with MOCAT respondent). The private sector was seen as
the ‘engine of growth that could take advantage of the facilities, basic infrastruc-
tures and incentives while abiding by the rules, to lead tourism developmental
projects’ (Government of Malaysia, 2000: 30). Stringent rules and regulations
were not considered favourable to tourism growth for the fear that the investors
would leave (interview with MOCAT respondent). Since the transfer of invest-
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observed in the manufacturing sector, the government is concerned to avoid the
same in the tourism industry.
Only one paragraph of the Government of Malaysia’s (2000) report on tourism
discusses the need to develop tourism while ‘considering other national poli-
cies and programmes such as the environment, development of a caring society,
Islamic rules and others’ (p. 32). In another paragraph (p. 31), there is a pledge
to ‘always pay attention to preservation and conservation of aspects of envi-
ronmental heritage’. The words ‘consider’ and ‘pay attention to’ suggest a lack
of policy emphasis on the need for an integration of environmental issues in
tourism. This issue also receives only a brief mention compared to other gov-
ernment tourism policies, such as policies on tourism product development,
marketing and promotion.
The lack of emphasis on environmental protection in tourism development
reflects the country’s generally slow reaction to environmental issues. As an
MAH respondent commented: ‘If we are looking at our Malaysian environ-
ment, and compare it with others, I think we still have a long way to go as far
as all these [environmental responsibility issues] are concerned. . . As long as
[environmental] education is not there, is not part of your life, then it is difficult.
[Environmental protection] should be part of your culture.’
Problems and vulnerability of the hotel sector
While tourism is a key national foreign exchange earner (Department of Statis-
tics Malaysia, 2003; TravelMag, 2002), it remains a highly vulnerable industry
(Hong, 1985). Unlike manufacturing, tourism is highly seasonal and its income
has been unstable and fluctuating in nature in the period up to 2002. Overall
tourist arrivals (and hence, hotel occupancies and tourism income) have been
heavily influenced by a host of sociopolitical factors, such as disease, environ-
mental problems, terrorism, and the prevailing economic conditions. Thus, the
average hotel occupancy in Penang has fluctuated between 60% in 1998 and 53%
in 2002 (SERI, 1999, 2001, 2002). The emergence of newer and cheaper tourism
destinations could also affect tourist numbers and receipts.
Many recommendations were made to counter the fluctuations and periods
of decline in Malaysia’s tourist arrivals. The 2001 National Economic Recovery
Plan (NERC, 2001) recommended focusing on tourism promotion to identified
strategic markets, optimising the effectiveness of promotion, aggressive promo-
tion to domestic markets, the marketing of Malaysia as a shopping paradise
through tax liberalisation and as a Meetings, Incentives, Conventions and Ex-
hibitions (MICE) destination, and the application of measures to reduce haze
problems. All these measures seek to counter negative perceptions of Malaysia
and to boost tourism back to pre-September-11 levels.
Clearly, the hotel sector is vulnerable to macro-environmental factors beyond
the control of business. Thus, devoting resources to firm survival is likely to take
precedence over CE. As argued by McWilliams (2001), a firm should undertake
CE to satisfy its stakeholders without undermining those that ‘own’ the firm: its
shareholders. A respondent from MAH noted how ‘dealing with environmental
issues is a struggle. If you have a recession. . . then attention shifts. If business
is good, and everything is going well, you have “time” to look into other areas.
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‘Recession is a major obstacle. Environment is the least priority of a business
during hard times, [because environmental measures] involve lots of money,
time and manpower.’
When businesses are highly vulnerable, it is difficult to apply the ‘win-win’
argument that organisations should engage in environmental measures so as
to save energy and water to generate savings. There are several potential ar-
guments against the ‘win-win’ theory applying to Penang’s hotel sector. For
example, the following can be argued:
(1) There is a priority for businesses to concentrate capital into core competen-
cies during hard times.
(2) Due to the nature of hotels as service providers, saving energy, water and
resources can only take place on a limited basis without affecting service
quality. Thus, the savings generated may be too insignificant to help an
organisation’s financial situation during difficult times.
(3) There are time delays between investment and returns. The long time needed
to get profitable returns on investment, such as from solar power, may
discourage some hoteliers.
Over-supply of hotel rooms
Despite the apparent over-supply of hotel rooms, the development of new ho-
tels and additional hotel wings continues, with the latest room stock in Penang
standing at approximately 12,953 rooms (interview with MOCAT respondent).
If this trend persists, it could pose a major challenge to the industry’s sustain-
ability as hotels would have to compete intensely for tourists. In Penang, fierce
competition among hotels has blurred the distinctions between various classes
of hotels in terms of room price and affordability. The hotels have competed to
offer discounts (as much as 30% of the original rack rate). One all en suite hotel
priced at more than RM700 per room had to lower this by 70% because of low
occupancy, demonstrating the desperation of hotels in difficult times.
More and more hotels cut their rates as competition increased, with a price
war being evident, especially among city hotels. Many hotels even included a
free breakfast into an already low price to give an added value. Small hoteliers
have particular difficulties as they have been squeezed into providing an even
lower rate. For example, if a three-star hotel decides to lower its room rate to
RM70 with a free breakfast, then a two-star hotel which has always offered
a rate of RM70, would have to offer an even lower rate. This risky strategy
assumes that competition will exit the market place, therefore providing an
opportunity to become profitable again. But this strategy may backfire if the
competitive situation does not improve. In addition, a price that is too low
will give potential guests the impression that the hotel is of poorer quality
than expected (interview with Continental Hotel respondent). This may cause
people to stay away and choose the bigger hotels instead – a common occurrence
during the economic crisis period of 1998–2000, as many five-star hotels reduced
their rates. A respondent from the Agora hotel complained that ‘It is a no-win
situation for small hotels.’
The situation further demonstrates the difficulties facing hoteliers in 2002.
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business survival becomes the number one issue. This effectively casts aside
the importance of CE to the business agenda.
Nature of the hotel business
The prevailing perception is that tourism is a ‘soft’ industry, as seen in the lack
of urgency about environmental issues and sustainable tourism in the Eighth
Malaysian Plan. This probably contributed to the lack of specific regulatory
requirements imposing environmental responsibility on the private sector, par-
ticularly hotels. Kirk (1995: 5) argues that hospitality is not a particularly dirty
industry as it does not cause blatant pollution or emit large volumes of toxic
substances. While it pollutes through activities, such as the release of laun-
dry wastewater into rivers, the pollution may be comparatively less dangerous
compared to wastewater from a chemical factory. In addition, a hotel’s resource
consumption and waste generation are quite similar to a household, but at a
much larger scale.
The nature of hotel business also requires the prioritisation of guests’ com-
fort and satisfaction over environmental issues. Thus, the effectiveness of envi-
ronmental measures in guest rooms, such as saving water and electricity and
minimising waste, depends on the attitudes of guests towards the environ-
ment. Kirk (1995) emphasises how tourists seek comfort, leisure and pleasure
from their accommodation. Consequently, there is much potential for clashes
between environment-friendly measures and customer expectations. For ex-
ample, low pressure showerheads may reduce the quantity of water used
by guests, but the resulting unsatisfactory experience would probably influ-
ence guest hotel choices. Several comments from the hotel respondents sup-
port Kirk’s contentions. The Bayview Beach Resort respondent, for instance,
commented: ‘We are willing to be environmentally friendly, but only if [the
environmental measures] do not affect the comfort of our guests. Whatever
happens, guests’ satisfaction is our number one priority because they are our
customers.’ And the Agora hotel interviewee explained: ‘Customers will not
be happy if they can’t enjoy leisurely life while staying at a hotel. They expect
all that.’ Brown (1996) also contends that there is concern about the impact of
taking environmental measures on hotels’ perceived quality, service and guest
comfort.
Lack of adequate support for CE
There is a lack of institutional and other support for the growth of CE in
Penang’s hotels. The country’s environmental protection issues have largely
been dealt with in the past through ‘command and control’ (Perry & Singh,
2002), but the government has not been ‘leading’ hotel businesses by regulatory
requirements for voluntary initiatives. Voluntary initiatives by hotel businesses
may have been slow because of the generic nature of government promotion,
such as through EMS and the Hibiscus Award. Apart from the bilateral MOCAT
and MAH effort to introduce environmental management into the Malaysian
hotel sector, no other sector-specific initiatives have taken place.
The creation of the Socio-Economic and Environmental Research Institute
(SERI) shows the state’s interest in addressing the socio-economic and environ-
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Initiative (SPI), provided an opportunity for the NGOs to influence government
thinking and the political agenda through state–society dialogue. The SPI project
is claimed as a ‘very special journey of a citizens’ initiative in making the state of
Penang a better place, ecologically, economically, culturally through a process of
popular participation involving civil society, government and business’ (SERI,
1999: 5). However, the dialogue failed to attract many business representatives,
due to ‘the latter’s busy schedule’ (Khoo, 2001). This has prevented attempts to
get environmental concerns across to captains of industry and chambers of com-
merce, thereby delaying business awareness about these issues and the possible
contribution that business could make. Khoo (2001: xiii) suggests: ‘The business
community may have looked at SPI as low on their list of priorities but were not
adverse to it.’
Lack of physical infrastructure support
Many hoteliers felt that there was insufficient physical infrastructure avail-
able for hotels to start environmental measures. Recycling, for example, re-
quires an adequate infrastructure and related support. In Penang, paper and
aluminium can be recycled, if collected in sufficient amounts for the recycling
firm to process it. Plastics and coloured bottles are the most utilised packag-
ing materials, but they are also the least recyclable items, and they are mostly
just dumped along with other rubbish. Recycling plants for these items can
only be found in the South of the Peninsula, particularly in Johor and Kuala
Lumpur (interview with MPPP, Urban Services respondent). Thus, waste from
Penang has to be transported to these destinations before it can be recycled.
This enhances the barriers felt by many hoteliers, as the bulk of their waste
(plastics) may not be recycled even if it is separated at source. According to the
Bayview Beach Resort respondent: ‘The infrastructure is just not there. We sepa-
rate our garbage but sometimes it all ends up in the same dumpsite. What’s the
use?’
On the other hand, hoteliers are criticised for not showing enough motivation
and drive to participate in government environmental campaigns. In relation to
recycling, hotels have the tendency to place recycling bins (provided by MPPP)
right beside their dumpsters. The action is claimed as the reason why people
tend to use the recycling bins as rubbish bins (DOE, MPPP). But, when recycling
bins are placed in ‘remote places’, this too was seen as a barrier to educating the
staff and guests about the importance of recycling.
It can be argued that a monitoring body is needed to ensure a positive accep-
tance and enforcement of CE. However, there is a structural problem here as
agencies such as PATA, PIHA, and PHA are voluntary, free membership organ-
isations that focused on tourism promotion, and they lacked the authority to
impose rules on their members. Therefore, implementing new ideas is difficult
despite good networking.
Lack of information and targeted educational campaigns about CE is another
barrier. For example, there was no research available concerning the seriousness
of the issue so as to make the problem alarming enough to merit attention
(interview with Cititel respondent). The media is said not to have been playing
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Lack of conviction about CE
The launching of a CE agenda in the Penang hotel sector may well need to
be preceded by a reduction of attitudinal barriers that exist at all levels of soci-
ety; among businesses, government agencies, civil organisations and the public.
As there were no obvious driving factors for firms to adopt environmentally re-
sponsible practices, voluntary initiatives were seen as ‘very difficult’. According
to the MAH respondent, trying to adopt the recommendations of Green Globe
21 in Malaysia was like ‘fighting an uphill battle’ because of the lack of infras-
tructure and limited societal awareness of environmental protection. Although
eco-efficiencies were realised due to smaller energy bills, the question of conflict
between environmental measures and service quality may have been important
for the negative attitudes towards adopting environmental practices.
For CE to succeed in Penang’s hotel sector, it has to be adopted as a common
agenda that entails close cooperation from all relevant parties. This clearly was
not the situation at the time of the fieldwork. One reason for the lack of a
common agenda was the failure of the private sector and public agencies to see
‘eye to eye’ on many issues. In the past, partnerships between international hotel
operators in Malaysia and the Tourism Ministry have been unsuccessful due to
the business sector’s lack of inclination to work with the authorities, or with each
other, in promotional efforts (interviews with PDC and TDC respondents). There
was also little history of hotels sharing experiences and expertise because the
hotels were competing fiercely. Such attitudes make it fundamentally difficult
for networking to occur in pursuit of a common agenda.
The difficulty of the public–private sector partnership working around sus-
tainability is demonstrated by the experience of the SPI project:
In spite of generally positive feedback, SPI had many detractors. The
first group of detractors were the government planners and bureaucrats
who react defensively to the idea of NGO criticism of government perfor-
mance. Politicians were to some extent willing to take advantage of multi-
stakeholder consultation and to work in partnership with other groups
because it maximises political gains and reduces political risks especially
for innovations, while it appears that more formal programmes would be
needed to change the bureaucratic culture. Those in government picked
up some sustainable development rhetoric and were willing to carry out
small symbolic projects, without however really institutionalising changes
in development policies, decisionmaking processes and the implementing
machinery. The second group of detractors were the employee rights, so-
cial and political activists, including many university activists, who are
riding high on the wave of widespread political protest. They saw SPI as
a means for the government to co-opt middle-of-the-road NGOs and to
carry out ‘greenwash’ propaganda. Many of them, such as ALIRAN (a
political reform group) and even SPI’s own local action researcher, have
often expressed scepticism about the whole process. (Khoo, 2001: xiii)
There was also the tendency for ‘finger-pointing’ between organisations about
environmental issues. The Malaysian government, for example, was blamed for
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regulation on the business community. One example was the criticism of the
government’s inability to coordinate water management effectively, despite fac-
ing a serious water crisis in 1998, leading to a recurrence of the situation in 2001,
although on a lower scale. A lack of seriousness about imposing environmental
restrictions and laws on the hotel sector has also been blamed for the hoteliers’
attitudes towards CE. The PIFWA respondent argued: ‘Environmental effort in
Malaysia is often hampered by politics and greed by the influential segments
of society. Community-based organisations often become the victim. In the end,
things are not done – we do not get anything.’
The business community, on the other hand, was seen as ‘resistant’ to the idea
of incorporating environmental management due to their inability to relate the
benefits of environmental management to their business. Business was urged
to stop relying heavily on the government, as the latter had provided a broadly
suitable business environment through low taxation and relaxed policies. In-
stead, business was expected to start ‘giving back to the community’ and to deal
with environmental issues (such as dirty beaches) that would ultimately affect
their business (interview with TDC respondent). It was felt that there was also no
‘competition’ among hotels to be environmentally friendly, and that most initia-
tives made were piecemeal. Hotel managers in Penang were also still generally
unconvinced about the benefits of engaging their business in environment-
friendly activities. Top-management attitudes indicate that the sector was still
struggling with environmental responsibilities due to the novelty of the concept
and the various barriers that have been discussed here. Lack of a regulatory push
has further dampened the urgency of the matter. Thus, environmental issues
were not perceived as an important agenda by hotels and were seldom discussed
in PIHA or PHA meetings (interviews with PIHA and PHA respondents).
Attitudinal barriers can also be detected from the general responses of hotel
staff to efforts to integrate environmental measures into day-to-day operations.
It was said that staff were often indifferent towards their hotel’s environmental
measures because the measures often involved additional duties and work-
loads. One example of such attitudes was the gotong-royong (communal) effort
planned by the Green Team of Shangri La’s Golden Sand Resort during one of
its meetings. The employees were asked to voluntarily get involved in the effort,
but not many actually turned up on the gotong-royong day, causing the event to
be postponed until a later date. This shows just how difficult it is to involve the
staff in an environmental programme. The respondent from the Golden Sand
Resort argued: ‘Events like this cannot take off without some form of rewards
[for the staff]. That is why we always make sure that the food spread prepared
at the end of such an event is sumptuous. Otherwise, [the workers] won’t be
motivated to come. They don’t understand why they have to do the extra work.’
Public attitudes also did not provide the impetus to push the hotel sector
towards CE. The general lack of awareness, and also poor responses to environ-
mental education in school curricula and through the media, have been identi-
fied as the causes of poor environmental attitudes among the Malaysian popu-
lation. Such attitudes, leading to limited consumer pressure on environmental
issues, mean that there is very limited demand for hotel corporations to be re-
sponsible. Without customer demand, there is unlikely to be a response from
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proper use of public toilets has been a failure. How can they appreciate some-
thing like business [environmental] responsibility?’ And the Bayview Beach
Resort interviewee felt: ‘Society must demand business responsibility for it to
work. Society itself must first show responsibility. It has to be a common agenda
for all the industry, the society and the government.’
Conclusions
It is acknowledged that with qualitative data it can be difficult for subsequent
research to confirm or moderate the interpretations or conclusions (Bryman,
1988; Wilson, 1993). But the findings indicate that instilling a sense of respon-
sibility in hotels of a developing country, such as Malaysia, may prove to be
a long and difficult process. Without the introduction of more and stronger
drivers, and without understanding and addressing the underlying barriers,
it may be a daunting task to make hotels more accountable on environmental
issues.
As a top-down approach is the most effective driver for hotels to adopt re-
sponsible behaviours, there is a need for more hotel owners and shareholders
to accept and deal with environmental issues. On the other hand, executive
management’s inclination may depend on outside drivers such as regulatory
pressure from government, community and societal pressure, industrial pres-
sure and demand from consumers. In addition, the economic conditions need
to be conducive to further motivate the sector to be environmentally friendly.
Since social pressures are ‘indeed a key driver of CE’ (Utting, 2002: 285), the
lack of such drivers in Penang implies that the adoption of responsible measures
may take time. The business climate for the hotel sector in Malaysia is also
making it difficult for the hotels to consider adding environmental concerns
into their priority lists. If greater competition equals less inclination for CE,
then there are serious concerns in terms of liberalising markets and pushing
voluntarism at the same time.
The weak pressure from NGOs for business responsibility in Penang is typ-
ical of many developing countries. Bendell and Murphy (2002) emphasise that
the potential role of NGO-driven CE in the South is still unclear. It is limited
in numbers and geographical scope, and in many cases, the force for change
has come from well-financed Northern NGOs rather than from local grassroot
organisations. The very low public environmental awareness in Penang is also
common in many developing countries. In fact, many of the barriers that have
been discussed in this paper are characteristic of the developing world. As
Utting’s (2002) analysis has shown, weak consumer power and public environ-
mental awareness, the lack of independence and resources in state regulatory
authorities, the low number of NGOs capable of monitoring corporate activities,
and the lack of expectation for business to disclose basic information are typical
limitations that exist in many developing countries.
The traditionally strong state intervention in business, and the generally pos-
itive attitudes among the hotel trade towards regulation imply that perhaps the
promotion of CE in the hotel sector can become more feasible through strong
government involvement. This approach has been rather successful in Costa
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attracts more environmentally sensitive tourists. But there is a requirement for
a major shift of policy from ‘tourism growth’ to ‘tourism sustainability’. On the
other hand, although the Malaysian government has done tremendous work
in ensuring the growth of tourism, a similar focus on ‘tourism sustainability’
through the promotion of CE may prove to be more difficult due to the novelty
of CE concepts, the numerous underlying barriers, and the lack of pressures.
For example, the collaboration between the government and manufacturers in
relation to ISO 14001 has been strongly driven by demands from international
buyers/consumers for the adoption of such standards. The lack of a similar
influence on hotel businesses to commit to prioritising environmental impacts
in investment decisions could delay the urgency for public–private cooperation.
Only when there is such cooperation between the government and business, will
it be possible for fuller commitments to be made to government intervention
and to the benefits of business engaging with CE.
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